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First External Review of the Systemwide Program on  
Participatory Research and Gender Analysis  
 
Summary and Recommendations1 
 
Findings 
Introduction 
 
The Science Council of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) 
commissioned the first external review of the Systemwide Program on Participatory Research 
and Gender Analysis for Technology Development and Institutional Innovation (PRGA 
Program) in 2006. The review period covered almost ten years from the inception of the PRGA 
Program in 1997. The review was carried out between September 2006 and February 2007 by a 
three-member Panel—Thomas S. Walker (Chair), Eva M. Rathgeber and Baldev Singh Dhillon. 
In October 2006, the Panel participated in a one-week meeting of the Advisory Board (AB) of 
the PRGA Program in Entebbe, Uganda, and subsequently visited field sites and NARS in Kenya 
(KARI) and Rwanda (ISAR) to see the progress of the work on mainstreaming gender analysis 
and participatory research in ASARECA. This 2-week visit was complemented by e-mail and 
telephone interviews with key informants to generate information for the Panel’s report. Prior to 
the external review, the Science Council had commissioned a desk study on the impact of 
participatory research,2 which formed another building block for the Panel’s report. The Panel 
also drew on an internally commissioned external review conducted in 2000. 
The PRGA Program traces its origin to a 6-day international seminar and planning workshop in 
1996 with stakeholders from more than 50 institutions (IARCs, NARS and NGOs). CIAT was 
designated as the Convening Center and the proposal from the planning workshop was 
co-sponsored by CIMMYT, ICARDA and IRRI. The Program began to implement its work plan 
in April 1997. 
 
Throughout its existence, the PRGA has been guided by its programmatic goal “to improve the 
ability of the CGIAR System and other collaborating institutions to develop technology which 
alleviates poverty, improves food security, and protects the environment with greater equity” and 
its programmatic purpose “to assess and develop methodologies and organizational innovations 
for gender-sensitive participatory research, and operationalize their use in plant breeding, crop 
and natural-resource management.” 
 
Over the past decade, the PRGA Program has recorded several noteworthy achievements. The 
inclusive nature of the Program, resulting in a multiplicity of partners, is one of its hallmarks. 
About 80 research project partnerships have been conducted. Investment in the Program has 
                                                 
1 Adapted and expanded from the section with the same title from the Report of the First External Review of the 
Systemwide Program on Participatory Research and Gender Analysis (PRGA). 
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totaled about US$ 10.6 million dollars and about 30 PhD scientist years. Much of these funds 
have passed through the Program in the form of collaborative partnerships. 
 
The review report describes the work of the review panel, the PRGA Program, and the 
achievements of the Program. The substantive areas of the Program are treated in greater detail, 
under the headings of participatory plant breeding, participatory natural-resource management, 
gender analysis, and impact assessment. The report also covers issues of process and governance, 
including documentation and assessment of interactions with the CGIAR Centers, with the 
Convening Center, with the Program’s Advisory Board, with donors, and with the outside world. 
The report makes 11 recommendations accompanied by justifications based on earlier 
discussion. 
Impact 
The Program has contributed substantially to the development of participatory plant breeding 
(PPB) that was in its infancy in 1997. In its most complete form, PPB is characterized by 
eliciting and incorporating information from farmers into decisions on the choice of parents for 
crossing and by involving farmers in the early stages of selection. Progress in PPB is seen in a 
small but increasingly visible and vibrant conceptual and empirical literature, and in emerging 
success stories of cultivar adoption. The role of the PRGA Program has ranged from informal 
and, in some cases, decisive interactions with plant breeders in the CGIAR, to the funding of 
PPB in NARS, to the convening of PPB thematic workshops, to the elaboration of state-of-the-
art reviews. The Program is commended for its responsiveness to stakeholder demands to 
appoint a plant breeder as coordinator of the PPB Working Group in 2004. 
 
Impact assessment is itself an area of impact and is one of the strengths of the Program. Impact 
assessment in the PRGA Program significantly exceeds normal expectations from a Systemwide 
or ecoregional program and rivals the amount and quality of work conducted in some of the 
better CGIAR Centers (in this area). Research on impact assessment has benefited from strong 
collaboration with other social scientists in the convening center and with economists outside of 
the CGIAR. 
 
The desk study confirmed impact in both of these areas. It found that there was good evidence in 
the literature for the impact of PPB and that a major contribution of the PRGA Program was in 
providing a conceptual basis for the assessment of the impact of participatory research and 
gender analysis. 
 
The mainstreaming of gender analysis in NARS is another emerging area of programmatic 
impact. Thus far, that work has focused on capacity-building and advocacy. The focus is now 
shifting to institutional research. 
Effectiveness in performing core functions 
Since its inception, the Program has had an effective priority-setting process that has featured 
widespread stakeholder involvement. Recent budgetary uncertainties have interrupted the 
undertaking of a much-needed stakeholder workshop to generate information on which priority-
setting is based. 
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More chronic problems in performing its core functions relate to participatory natural-resource 
management (PNRM) and to gender analysis. Compared with PPB, PNRM started later, staff 
turnover has been higher, focus has been difficult to achieve, and relatively little research and 
capacity-building has been carried out on NRM in Phase II (2003–2007). It is clear that the NRM 
component of the PRGA Program urgently needs to be re-conceptualized and revitalized to 
address NRM issues from the perspective of participatory research and gender analysis. 
 
Gender has been seen as a cross-cutting theme of the PRGA Program and there have been 
difficulties with integrating it into all of the Program’s work. Lack of performance in this area is 
predictable because the Program has never had a fully dedicated gender specialist with a strong 
background in agricultural research. 
 
Less than expected levels of cooperation with CGIAR Centers is another consideration that is 
dampening programmatic performance. In the present budgetary scenario and incentive structure 
characteristic of the CGIAR, the Panel does not see a viable alternative for improving 
cooperation unless and until the Program finds funds to renew its competitive small grants 
program that was operational from 1999 to 2001. 
Efficiency in management and governance 
In general, the Program is well-governed and well-managed. The Advisory Board is strong, and 
the Convening Center has very actively supported the Program, particularly in Phase I (1997–
2002). Nevertheless, there are several areas that would benefit from improvement. 
Relevance to the CGIAR and possible futures 
Surveys by the PRGA Program show that CGIAR-related research that has a participatory 
content amounts to tens of millions of dollars annually. Although one can question the results of 
these surveys and the accuracy of the information, the fact remains that much research is 
conducted by the CGIAR with a participatory perspective. Improving the way that research is 
conducted should enhance the efficiency of the CGIAR. 
 
However, the somewhat surprising performance of PPB makes a stronger case for maintaining 
and perhaps even augmenting the investment in the PRGA Program at this time. Research in 
PPB is of sufficient importance to the CGIAR and its partners that work in this area by itself 
warrants maintained funding to the Program for a prospective Phase III from 2008 to 2012. 
Participatory plant breeding is heavily endowed with an international public goods character, and 
the CGIAR has been a major player in its creation and development. 
 
In a short time-span of 10 years, results in PPB have substantially exceeded expectations. Three 
plant breeding programs have contributed to the development of PPB—they account for the 
majority of publications in an expanding peer-reviewed literature and for the majority of 
emerging success stories in the field. Two of these plant breeding programs are located in the 
CGIAR (ICARDA’s barley and ICRISAT-Mali’s millets and sorghum), and the third is headed 
by a plant breeder with extensive working experience in two CG Centers (rice at CAZS Natural 
Resources, University of Wales). All three have had close interactions with the PRGA, and one 
was the facilitator of the Participatory Plant Breeding Working Group from 2003 to 2005. 
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Within the next 5 years, prospective practitioners of PPB should have a better appreciation of 
what works when, where, and why, as experience accumulates to allow researchers to 
approximate an ideal of efficient PPB. The experience of sustained PPB in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA) is slowly expanding from a very small base. More concerted efforts are needed to 
replicate and adapt global experience in SSA if the poverty-alleviation potential of PPB is to be 
attained. In both research and advocacy, the PRGA Program still has a large role to play. 
Recommendations 
Recommendation 1. The PRGA Program’s past performance and its present and future 
relevance to the Science Council’s priorities for the CGIAR warrant its continuation. 
Recommendation 2. The PRGA Program should stay the course and maintain its investment in 
participatory plant breeding. The coming half-decade is seen as crucial in the deployment and 
future contribution of PPB in marginal environments 
Recommendation 3. The PRGA Program should strategically reconsider its role and program in 
participatory natural-resource management. However, the Panel discouraged the existing 
arrangement that seemed to combine the PNRM Working Group coordinator’s position with 
leadership in gender analysis. Retirement of the Program from this arena is seen as preferable to 
not covering it adequately. 
Recommendation 4. The PRGA Program should accelerate its efforts to introduce gender 
analysis into the wider CGIAR System. The Program should appoint a dedicated gender specialist 
with a strong background in agricultural research during Phase III. Gender mainstreaming should 
continue, but take on the additional focus of mainstreaming within CGIAR institutions—this 
should be backed up by mutually supportive links with the CG Gender and Diversity Program. 
Recommendation 5. The PRGA Program should renew its search for the funding of a 
competitive grants’ initiative to elicit greater cooperation from its partners, particularly those in 
the CGIAR. The existing funding mechanisms of the CG Centers mitigate against their voluntary 
collaboration with the PRGA Program, so an alternative funding scenario is required. 
Recommendation 6. The Convening Center (CIAT) should take steps to promote greater 
interaction with the PRGA Program in the areas of financial management, the PRGA Advisory 
Board, and interdisciplinary research, especially with biological scientists.  
Recommendation 7. The PRGA Program should continue to invest in impact assessment with 
greater emphasis on quantifying the benefits of PPB to different groups in society.  
Recommendation 8. The Panel endorsed recent Program efforts to publish more in peer-
reviewed journals, to solicit more graduate-student participation in the Program, and to allocate 
more time to research.  
Recommendation 9. The Panel encourages the PRGA Program to publish good practice 
manuals for biological and social scientists in specialized areas of the programmatic expertise in 
participatory research and gender analysis. While many manuals exist, the Program is ideally 
placed to fill vital niches—for example, choosing the most appropriate form of participatory 
varietal selection. 
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Recommendation 10. Management of the Program should become less hands-on and more 
strategic. The Review Panel would have the Program Coordinator as a strategic manager, rather 
than a widely traveling practioner. 
Recommendation 11. The Program should design an effective communications strategy, 
ensuring that key research findings are published in short policy briefs, written in easily 
accessible language and made widely available to the donor community, NGOs and others. 
Effort should also be made to update the website on a regular basis. The intention to develop 
such briefs has been incorporated in the Program’s logframe for a couple of years. While a 
majority of the Program’s publications are uploaded on the website, there seems to be some 
difficulty in locating them. 
 
